Larry Richards
S

habbat Shalom: You like to laugh, and
yet you are a very serious person dealing
with serious topics such as manuscripts
of the Bible. How do you combine your
need for laughter and the grave topic you are
teaching?
Larry Richards: I think you may have in mind
that the task of examining ancient handwritten
copies of the New Testament can be a somewhat
tedious process at times, and if so, you are right.
While I am doing textual criticism with these
ancient documents, careful attention is required,
but I find myself smiling at times when I observe
a scribe’s doodling in a margin. I try to think of
what might have caused the scribe to begin drawing. Maybe the person sitting in front doing
the dictation for the scribes had to take a toilet
break, leaving the scribes with nothing to do. Or
possibly the room where the copying was being
done (the “scriptorium”) was very cold, and some
scribes demanded a break to warm their hands.
One scribe, though, who did not feel the cold, began his random drawing.
I can think of all sorts of vocations that are not
conducive to humor: two examples are the mortician and the coroner. But these jobs do not preclude humor in the life of such practitioners.
Shabbat Shalom: Although more and more
recent studies have elaborated on the meaning
and the importance of humor and laughter,
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humor still seems to be out of place in many
religious traditions. How do you explain this
deficiency?
Richards: My best guess is that in America we
are still being influenced by our forefathers, the
Puritans, who considered levity a sin, particularly
in a religious setting. If something is fun, it has
to be bad. Add to that the notion that religion is
dealing with life and death issues, and one easily
concludes his or her religion should be taken very
seriously.
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Whatever the reasons, and I am sure experts have
dealt with this, a negative attitude toward humor
in any context, including religious practices, is very
unfortunate. Religion should be a marvelously
fun experience. “Rejoice in the Lord!”
Shabbat Shalom: In your opinion, what makes
people laugh? What is the key to being funny?

About the second part of your question, on “the
key to being funny,” I would have to say that a
healthy awareness of human frailties has to be
right at the top. We need to be able to laugh at
ourselves, and this will reduce a great deal of
stress in life.

Shabbat Shalom: You are a professor of New
Testament. In the New Testament Jesus cries
twice but never laughs. How
Religion should be a marvelously fun do you explain this silence
about Jesus’ laughter?
experience. “Rejoice in the Lord!”

Richards: Those are good
questions. I think I can best
respond to the first question,
though, by thinking about
what makes me personally laugh.

I like to laugh and actually look for opportunities
to do so. I feel better when I laugh. I like jokes,
and I like to tell them (even though I often goof
up the punch line). I like bantering in situations
where those around me are taking themselves too
seriously. I like to make persons laugh, and often
use humor in the classroom as a pedagogical device
(and it works—as class evaluations indicate).
An example of being light-hearted in the presence
of the serious-minded: I arrived five minutes late
to a staff meeting a few months ago. As I walked
in the door, everyone looked at me and became
silent: I said to them: “I am sorry I am late, but
at least I do not have an excuse.” Only one of the
persons in the room caught the humor or chose
to treat it as such! Proof of my point.
Before I move to the second question, I think it
is important to note that one’s personality must
be brought into the picture. Why is it that some
persons find it hard to laugh and others laugh
even when there seems to be no basis?
I was raised in a very poor home, during the
post-depression years, where there was little joy,
minimal humor, and no jokes to speak of. Yet,
my entire adult life would suggest exactly the
opposite. And so I cannot help but wonder if who
we actually become in life is in the genes more so
than in the environment. One might posit that an
unhappy atmosphere for a child tends to produce
an opposite outcome. Huge topic, and outside my
range.
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Richards: You are right—we have no record of
Jesus laughing. But we do have some clues that
Jesus enjoyed life and used humor. Repeatedly,
we find ourselves smiling at some of the pithy
responses He makes to His questioners.
The most important sermon Jesus ever gave was
on how to be happy. The Sermon on the Mount
contains the so-called Beatitudes, the sayings
that begin with “Blessed are...” The Greek word
for “blessed” is precisely the word for “happy.”
While I acknowledge, happy is not a synonym for
humor, the words cannot be separated. Persons
who are happy embrace humor as a fundamental
part of life. This Greek word in Jesus’ sermon is
also used in many places in the Greek copy of the
Old Testament, particularly the Psalms. English
translations of the Old Testament verses use
“happy.”
One example from Psalms says, “Happy is the
person whose sin is forgiven.” This is the person
who rejoices, who goes about with a song in his
heart. And this word used in the Greek Old
Testament is the same word that Jesus used in
the Beatitudes.
Then I would cite the occasions, particularly in
Luke 15, where the word “rejoice” is repeatedly
used by Jesus in the context of the sinner who
repents. It is a time to make merry, kill the fatted
calf, and have a wonderful party, joining in with
the heavenly throngs who also rejoice at the
salvation of the lost.
Shabbat Shalom: What implications could
this observation have on Christians?

Richards: Several. For one, a clear understanding
of Jesus’ attitude towards humanity, if adopted
by all Christians, would remove judgmental
comments and actions. It would put the value of
a person where it belongs. We are too prone to
play God—who alone is Judge. In establishing
relationships, we too often place more emphasis
on what a person believes than we do on the
actual person.
For another, and it follows the first point, we will
take delight in helping those around us grow, not
only spiritually but in all ways, simply because
such actions bring the greatest reward, namely, an
inner contentment about who we are and how we
have responded to God’s gracious ways to us.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you believe that humor
could help solve tensions between people or
even between enemies?
Richards: Yes. This goes back to the statement
I made earlier about our inclination to take
ourselves and life in general too seriously. When
dealing with an “enemy,” however, one must be
careful that humor is not construed as belittling
the other’s concerns or in making fun of the
adversary so as to increase the hostility.
Here, it seems that the best way to relieve tension
would be to direct the humor at oneself, or to a
third party or set of circumstances that even the
so-called enemy would find it possible to laugh
about. Find common ground.
Shabbat Shalom: Could you tell us an episode
in your life when you have been obliged to
laugh about a very serious topic or in a serious
moment?
Richards: I think of two episodes: The first was
when I was in academy. I worked at the poultry
farm to help with expenses. One day, Randy, my
roommate, and I took “bad” eggs (the candling
process showed a blood spot inside the eggs), and
began throwing these defective eggs at each other
from around the corners of several poultry barns.
We got caught by Mr. Moffatt, who was not only
in charge of the poultry farm at the academy but
was also our biology teacher. He called us into his
office for a justly deserved reprimand. But Randy

and I could not stop laughing as we stood before
his desk. Poor Mr. Moffatt. He was trying so
hard to be serious. But, as he told us: “This is no
laughing matter,” he himself was laughing!
The second was when I was in the Air Force.
During basic training, one of my newfound
friends, Larry Rasmusen, and I always marched
side-by-side during the drill exercises (because we
were the same height). Anyone who has had this
marching experience knows how much of a grind
it is, made worse in the heat of a Texas sun.
Larry and I were of the same ilk. To reduce the
drudgery and boredom, we whispered corny
comments to one another that the drill sergeant
could not hear, and soon we were both laughing
and laughing and laughing.
Well, one afternoon our laughing had gone too
far—warnings had not worked and so we were
sent to the commander’s office for discipline.
There we stood, standing at attention before the
sergeant and the commander. The sergeant was
doing all he could to make a good impression on
the commander as he sternly began to lecture us.
But right in the middle of this mean-sounding
lecture, Larry and I started laughing again. It was
made all the more funny because we were trying
so hard to stop, but to no avail. But what makes
this stand out in my mind is that, just as Mr.
Moffatt could not refrain from laughing during
his “chewing out,” neither could the sergeant. He
had to turn his back on us to hide the big grin
that had started to form before his back was to
us. Even the commander got caught up. End of
event. What fun!
Shabbat Shalom: What advice does your
experience of laughter inspire you to give to
religious people?
Richards: We find in life what we look for. Look
for the good. Count your blessings over and over.
Make a conscious effort to bring happiness and
laughter to others, and in so doing, your own life
will be filled with happiness and laughter.
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